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II
I have selected six texts concerning Babylon on which to focus: Jer 42:9-17; 50:41-43; Isa 47:5-7; 1 Kgs 8:46-53; 2 Chr 36:15-21; and Dan 4:19-27.4 My thesis, which I will explicate in relation to these texts, is that when Israel's speech about Babylon is drawn into Israel's speech concerning God, the power of the empire is envisioned and reconstructed around the issue of mercy (rhm)? The intrusion of the rhetoric of mercy into the Realpolitik of Babylon derives from the uncompromising character of God. It also arises from the deepest yearning of the exilic community which must have mercy to live, which expects mercy from God, and which by venturesome rhetoric dares to insist that the promised, yearned-for mercy cannot be ignored by the empire.
Jeremiah 42:9-17
In its final form the book of Jeremiah has a decidedly pro-Babylonian slant, mediated through the Baruch document and perhaps powered by the authority and influence of the family of Shaphan.6 The sustained urging of the text is that the people of Jerusalem must stay in the jeopardized city and submit to the occupying presence of Babylon and not flee to Egypt. This announcement reflects a political judgment and a political interest that cooperation with Babylon is a safer way to survival. This voice of advocacy also concluded that cooperation with Egypt would only cause heavier, more destructive Babylonian pressure. That political judgment, however, is given as an oracle of God. The urging therefore is not simply political strategy, but is offered as the intent of God for God's people. Thus the oracle is not simply speech concerning the empire but also speech about God.
The oracle of Jeremiah 42 is cast in two conditional clauses: one positive, "if" you remain in the city (vv. 10-12); the other negative, "if" you flee to 4 Texts on Babylon that I will not consider include Isaiah 13-14; materials in Isaiah 40-55; references in the Ezekiel collection of oracles against the nations; 2 Chr 30:6-9; and Dan 1:5-9. 5 In the texts I will consider, there are two exceptions to the use of the term rhm. In 2 Chr 36:15-21, the term is hml. In Dan 4:24, the term used is hnn. Both these terms, however, belong in the same semantic field as rhm. On the political, public dimensions of rhm, see Michael The Jeremiah tradition takes a conventional speech form, the salvation oracle, and presses it into new use. The conventional form is "Do not fear,' followed by an assurance; here, however, the form is daringly extended to identify the one not to be feared, the king of Babylon.8 Moreover, the speech form is utilized exactly to juxtapose the fearsome power of Nebuchadnezzar and the resolve of the Lord: "Do not fear him ... I will deliver." The oracle counters the empire with God's good resolve. The assurance of God continues:
I will grant you mercy (rahamim) that (wa) he will have mercy on you,9 and let you remain in the land. (v. 12)
The connection between "I" and "he" (the king of Babylon) is elusive, bridged only by a waw consecutive. The oracle does, however, insist on this decisive, albeit elusive, link between Yahweh's resolve and anticipated imperial policy. The oracle asserts that Babylon can indeed be a source of mercy to Jerusalem, when the empire subscribes to God's own intention. The negative counterpart of vv. 13-17 indicates that if there is flight to Egypt and away from Babylon, the same Babylonian king who is capable of mercy will indeed be "the sword which you fear" (v. 16). Our historical-critical propensity is to say that the oracle of Jer 42:9-17 simply reflects a wise, pragmatic political decision. Such a reading, however, ignores the casting of the speech in which the "I" of God's mercy directly shapes the "he" of Nebuchadnezzar's policy. That rhetorical linkage is crucial for the argument of the whole of the tradition. This rhetorical maneuver recasts the empire as an agent who is compelled, under the right circumstance, to show mercy. The speech practice of the Jeremiah-Baruch-Shaphan Scholars tend to read these "oracles against the nations" as a separate literary unit and in terms of historical, political developments. The MT places the oracles against the nations, and especially chaps. 50-51 against Babylon, at the end of the book; this arrangement invites us to pay attention to their canonical intention, that is, to move beyond historical, political concerns to notice the connection between these oracles and other parts of the Jeremiah tradition.'• In the MT ordering of materials, the midterm verdict of the book of Jeremiah is that Nebuchadnezzar will triumph and rule, even in Jerusalem (25:8-11; 27:5-7b). That midterm verdict, however, is overcome by the final verdict of the MT book of Jeremiah (see also 25:12-14; 27:7b). In the end, it will be God and not Nebuchadnezzar who prevails in the historical process. Again, we can read this assertion simply in relation to the politics of the nations, so that we anticipate (in retrospect) that the Persians will have defeated and succeeded the Babylonians.
Israel's way of speaking, however, is not rooted simply in historical analysis. The ominous verdict against Babylon in Jer 50:41-43 is rather an intentional rhetorical effort that intends to answer and resolve the so-called Scythian Song of 6:22-24. This is not simply a conventional recycling of poetic images, but this reuse of poetic material intends to counter and refute the first use. The purpose of the Scythian Song (6:22-24) is to invoke in the most threatening fashion the coming of the intruder from the north. The coming threat is portrayed in this way:
They lay hold on bow and spear, they are cruel and have no mercy (rhm). (6:23)
In contrast to the anticipated Babylonian accommodation of chap. 42, the poetry of 6:23 knows that there will be "no mercy" from the invading army. The coming of the invader with "no mercy" in chap. 6 is God's resolve to punish recalcitrant Jerusalem. Chapter 50 uses the same rhetoric to reverse the earlier verdict of 6:23. Now the threatening intruder from the north is not Babylon, but one who 10 The alternative placement of these texts by the LXX after 25:14 anticipates the debate about whether Nebuchadnezzar's massive power is temporary (MT chaps. 27-28) and whether Jerusalem will indeed be given a future (MT chap. case Babylon. We are not prepared for the third and fourth elements, however. The speech is constructed as though Nebuchadnezzar (and Babylonian policy) was all along supposed to have known that mercy toward Jerusalem was in order and expected, appropriate even in light of God's anger. Inside the drama of the text, I imagine Nebuchadnezzar could react to these third and fourth elements in God's speech by saying in indignation, "Mercy? You never mentioned mercy":' Of course, Nebuchadnezzar is not permitted to speak at all, except in the poetic self-indictment of v. 7a.
The turn in the third element of Isa 47:5-7 is precisely pertinent to our thesis. "Mercy" readily intrudes into political talk where it is not expected. Mercy impinges on the policies and destiny even of the empire. In conversation about God and empire, mercy operates as a nonnegotiable factor. Nebuchadnezzar should have known that Yahweh is that kind of God. From the beginning, Yahweh has been a God of mercy, and mercy is characteristically present where Yahweh is present. In the end, even the empire stands or falls in terms of God's resilient commitment to mercy. Ruthless power cannot circumvent that resolve of God.
It is clear that rhetorically something decisive has happened between the second and third elements of this oracle. The first two phrases look back to 587 and echo the predictable claims of lawsuit, long anticipated by the prophets. In the third and fourth phrases, however, the poet has turned away from conventional lawsuit claims, away from 587, away from destruction and judgment. Now the poet looks forward, out beyond the exile. Now God's very tool of exile has become the object of God's indignation. In this moment, God's old, old agenda of mercy reemerges (cf. Exod 34:6-7). The practice of this rhetoric, in the horizon of the poet, destabilizes the empire. Israel's speech knows that empires, in their imagined autonomy, will always have to come to terms with God's alternative governance.'3 The empire is never even close to being ultimate, but always lives under the threat of this rhetoric, which rejects every imperial complacency, every act of autonomy, every gesture of self-sufficiency. The poem of Isaiah 47 ends with an awesome verdict emerging from this exchange about arrogant autonomy and mercy: "There is no one to save you!" (v. 15).
Kings 8:46-53
This text is commonly taken to belong to the latest layer of deuteronomic interpretation.14 It is cast as part of the prayer of Solomon. It is structured 
Chronicles 36:15-21
This text is the penultimate paragraph of 2 Chronicles. In these verses the Chronicler gives closure to the narrative, and engages in a sweeping retrospective. The term "mercy" (hml) occurs twice in this concluding and ominous statement. First, the God of Israel is a God of mercy who has practiced long-term, persistent mercy toward Israel: "The Lord, the God of their fathers, sent persistently to them by his messengers, because he had mercy (hml) on his people and on his dwelling place" (v. 15). The whole history of prophecy is an act of mercy. In this usage, however, mercy is not rescue but warning, to deter Jerusalem from its self-destructive action. Israel, however, refused and resisted, until God's wrath arose and there was "no remedy" ('en marp', v. 16).
This passage is constructed so that Babylon does not appear in the text until God's mercy is spent. Only then does the empire enter the scene: "Therefore, he [God] brought up against them the king of the Chaldeans, who slew their young men with the sword in the house of their sanctuary, and had no mercy (hml) on young man or virgin, old man or aged; he gave them all into his hand" (v. 17). It was the designated work of Babylon to destroy, reflective of God's exhausted mercy. The statement is framed so that the active subject at the beginning and end is God; only in between these statements is the king of Babylon permitted as an active agent. Thus far the argument with the double use of "mercy" closely parallels the first two elements of the argument in Isaiah 47.
It is to be recognized that the key term in this text is hml and not rhm, as elsewhere in our analysis. These texts from Jeremiah, Isaiah, 1 Kings, and the Chronicler seem to be intimately connected to each other in a sustained reflection on the destiny of Israel vis-h-vis Babylon and the workings of God. The salient point is that mercy from God and mercy from Babylon live in an odd and tense relation; neither will work effectively without the other. That is, when Babylon has mercy, it is derivative from the mercy of God. Conversely, when God has no mercy left, there will be none from Babylon. This straightforward connection, however, is disrupted by the discernment of Isa 47:6. It is this text that creates tension between the mercy of heaven and the mercy of earth. The tension occurs because the empire can indeed exercise autonomy. That autonomy characteristically is self-serving, against mercy, and sure to bring self-destruction, even upon the empire.
In all these texts, Israel is now prepared to move toward the newness embodied in Cyrus the Persian. Thanks to Deutero-Isaiah, the Persian period, in contrast to that of the Babylonians, is perceived as a new saving action of God which permits the survival and modest prosperity of Judaism. Yet Persia never takes on the imaginative power or metaphorical force of Babylon. In the OT, the theological struggle concerning public power and divine purpose remains focused on the reality, memory, experience, and symbolization of Babylon.
Daniel 4:19-27
When we come to the book of Daniel, we see that Israel's theological reflection cannot finally finish with Babylon. It is clear that by the time of the Daniel texts, we have broken free of historical reference; Nebuchadnezzar now looms on the horizon of Israel as a cipher for a power counter to the Lord.'7 It is, moreover, evident that Babylon is not a reduced or flattened metaphor, for then Nebuchadnezzar could be defeated and dismissed in the literature. Nebuchadnezzar, however, is kept very much alive and present by the rhetoric of Israel.
The narrative of Daniel 4 concerns the dream of Nebuchadnezzar that the "great tree" will be cut down. As Daniel interprets this dream, it anticipates Nebuchadnezzar's loss of power. Two assumptions operate for the narrator which make the story possible. First, it is proper, legitimate, and acceptable for Jewish lore to entertain a story about Nebuchadnezzar. As we might expect, such a story is told in order to mock and deride the great king. As we shall see, the narrative is not finally a mocking or dismissal of Nebuchadnezzar, but in fact portrays his remarkable rehabilitation. Thus the horizon of the Bible does not flatly dismiss the empire but entertains its possible transformation to an agent of obedience.
Second, the narrative assumes that the great king and his governmental apparatus are dysfunctional. In the end, the great king must step outside his own official circles of power and influence for the guidance he needs. On one level the narrative is a rather conventional contrast between the stupid wielder of power and the shrewd outsider who is able to turn the tables. As we shall see, however, the narrator moves in a different, somewhat unexpected direction. This story is not primarily about how a Jew prevails over Babylon. It is a story, in the end, about the well-being of Babylon and its power.
Daniel 
Israel's speech about God requires and permits Israel to say that the empire is not what it is usually thought to be. It is not what it is thought to be by Israelites who fear and are intimidated by the empire. Conversely, it
is not what it is thought to be by the wielders of power themselves, in their presumed self-sufficiency. Negatively, this claim of mercy asserts that imperial rule is not rooted simply in raw power. Israel, when it is theologically intentional, will not entertain the notion that "might makes right:' Positively, this claim asserts that political power inherently and intrinsically has in its very fabric the reality of mercy, the practice of humanness, or as Daniel dares to say to Nebuchadnezzar, the care of the oppressed (Dan 4:27). This daring rhetoric which follows from Israel's speech about God does not Israel's rhetoric accomplished a stunning claim. It asserted that no savage power in the world could separate Israel from God's mercy. It did more than that, however; it also asserted that no savage power, no matter its own selfdiscernment, can ever be cut off from the reality of God's mercy. It is for that reason that the burden of mercy is repeatedly thrust upon Nebuchadnezzar. Nonetheless, it is fair to say that Muilenburg's presentation of the importance of speech and of rhetoric was quite restricted. There is no hint in his presidential address of an awareness that speech is characteristically and inevitably a political act, an assertion of power that seeks to override some other rhetorical proposal of reality?4 One can rightly say of Muilenburg's horizon either that he was not interested in such issues or that the whole critical awareness of the political dimension of speech came much later to our discipline. In any case, it is time to move beyond such innocence in rhetorical criticism, as many in our field have done, to an awareness that the text entrusted to us is a major act of power. Our own interpretation is derivatively an act of power even as we pose, or perhaps especially as we pose, as objective in our interpretation. One can detect Muilenburg's lack of interest or attention to this issue at the end of his address, when, in juxtaposition to T. S. Eliot's phrase "raid on the inarticulate,' he speaks of a "raid on the ultimate.' I suggest that such a formulation bespeaks a kind of untroubled transcendentalism. Of course Muilenburg was not untroubled, and he knew the text was not untroubled. Nonetheless, he moves directly from the text to "the ultimate." Given what we know of the political power of rhetoric, we dare not speak of a "raid on the ultimate" unless we first speak of a "raid on the proximate.'25
There are available to us a variety of theories of speech and rhetoric. The move beyond Muilenburg's innocent analysis of rhetoric can benefit from Jean-Frangois Lyotard's presence in the conversation .6 Lyotard suggests that speech is fundamentally agonistic, that it intends to enter into conflict with other speech claims. One figure he uses for this agonistic understanding is that speech is like the taking of tricks, the trumping of a communicational adversary, an assertively conflictual relation between tricksters. The rhetorical trajectory I have traced refuses to leave either Israel or the empire at peace in its mistaken rhetoric. This counterrhetoric, this "strong poetry," which seeks to reread the empire and the faith community is a radically subversive urging8" Aside from the specific argument I have made about empire and mercy, I suggest that our scholarly work requires a theory of rhetoric that is more in keeping with the relentlessly critical, subversive, and ironic voice of the text which sets itself endlessly against more conventional and consensual speech. Thus we are at a moment not only "beyond form criticism,' which Muilenburg had judged to be flat and mostly sterile, but also beyond rhetorical analysis, which is too enamored of style to notice speech as a means and source of power. If we move in Muilenburg's direction of rhetoric and in Fiorenza's direction of public rhetoric, and if we understand that the rhetoric of a classic text is always and again a political act, then it is, in my judgment, impossible to confine interpretation to a descriptive activity. The text, when we attend to it as a serious act of rhetoric, is inherently agonistic and makes its advocacy in the face of other advocacies.
The trajectory of texts I have cited may be taken as a case in point. There is no doubt that the primary references in these texts are the God of Israel and the Babylonian empire, a datable, locatable, identifiable historical entity. There is also no doubt, however, that the term "Babylon" has become a metaphor for great public power and that the term spills over endlessly into new contexts. A primary example of such spilling over is the power of the metaphor "Babylon" in the book of Revelation. The Babylon metaphor has exercised enormous influence in the church's thinking about "church and state:' There is no doubt that that spilling over happens in the text itself and, as W. S. Towner has shown, that spillover has continued in any but the most flattened historical interpretation.33 Thus we never have in the text the concrete historical reference to Babylon without at the same time the potential for spillover into other contexts. That spillover, I suggest, is not evoked simply by willful, imaginative interpreters, but is also rooted in the metaphors and images themselves, which reach out in relentless sense making34
Thus we have before us in these six texts concern for the God of Israel, who is the God of mercy, and the empire, which must be endlessly concerned with mercy. In attending to these texts, we seek to enter Israel's rhetoric and to notice Israel's agonistic intent in this set of metaphors. We read the text where we are. We read the text, as we are bound to read it, in the horizon of China's Tiananmen Square and Berlin's Wall, of Panama's Canal and South Africa's apartheid, of Kuwait's lure of oil. Or, among us, when we are daring, we may read the text in relation to the politics of publication, the play of power in promotion and tenure, the ambiguities of grantsmanship, and the seductions of institutional funding. We inevitably read the text where we sit. What happens in the act of theological interpretation is not an "application" of the text, nor an argument about contemporary policy, but an opened rhetorical field in which an urgent voice other than our own is set in the midst of imperial self-sufficiency and "colonial" despair?5 We continue to listen while the voice of this text has its say against other voices which claim counterauthority.
Thus the agenda that Schiissler Fiorenza proposes is not an agenda extrinsic to the work of the Society. The spillover of the text into present social reality is not an "add-on" for relevance, but it is a scholarly responsibility that the text should have a hearing as a serious voice on its own terms. One need subscribe to no particular ideology to conclude that our public condition is one of deep crisis. Since we have invested our lives in these texts, one may ask directly how or in what way this text is an important voice in the contemporary array of competing rhetorics. Less directly, one may ask if we want to be the generation that withholds the text from its contemporary context, the generation that blocks the spillover that belongs intrinsically and inherently to the text. It is possible that we would be the generation that withholds the text from our contemporary world in the interest of objectivity and in the name of our privileged neutrality. Such an act, I should imagine, is a disservice not only to our time and place but also to our text. Such "objective" and "neutral" readings are themselves political acts in the service of entrenched and "safe" interpretation.
It can, however, be otherwise. Without diminishing the importance of our critical work, it is possible that the text will be permitted freedom for its own fresh say. That, it seems to me, is a major interpretive issue among us. The possibility of a fresh reading requires attentiveness to the politics of rhetoric, to the strange, relentless power of these words to subvert and astonish?6 When our criticism allows the rhetoric of the text to be voiced, the way mercy crowds Babylon continues to be a crucial oddity, even in our own reading. Those of us who care most about criticism may attend with greater grace to readings of the text that move even beyond our criticism. element to be re-expressed. It will contribute to the formation of a hermeneutics that can fully recognize the strangeness of the text, which offers no 'pure' disclosure, and yet can release the ethical power that successive generations have found in an encounter with the New Testament" Beardslee's proposal is congruent with what I see happening in these "mercy/Babylon" texts.
